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April 2: Before dawn on Sunday, soldiers from the elite Leopards Battalion attempted to depose
Lt.Gen. Prosper Avril. The president and members of his family were arrested at their home in
suburban Port-au-Prince. The government of the Dominican Republic had reportedly been notified
of Avril's imminent arrival, and offered asylum. The coup attempt was blocked when members of
the Presidential Guard loyal to Avril intercepted a convoy of soldiers escorting him in handcuffs to
the airport. According to witnesses, sporadic gunfire took place between 2:00 a.m. and 4:00 a.m., and
resumed at around 9 a.m. At about 11:45 a.m., the government issued a bulletin reporting that it had
foiled a coup attempt. The statement read over state-run television said "certain officers besieged"
the presidential palace "and attempted to overthrow the government." Later Radio Liberte quoted
an unidentified soldier as having said one of Avril's four sons was being held hostage. It also
reported that the soldier had said Port-au-Prince would be "set on fire" unless the government
released Lt. Col. Himmler Rebu, one of the supposed coup leaders. Rebu is the commander of the
Leopards battalion commando unit. Reuters, quoting unconfirmed radio reports, said the Leopards
unit was holding other hostages, including the Interior Minister, Acedius St. Louis. Haitians
monitoring army communications said they heard government forces order tanks to the Leopards'
headquarters. The coup attempt came three days after a private television station reported four
lieutenant colonels had been discharged after being charged with drug trafficking. Unconfirmed
reports said four army officers had planned the coup, including Gen. Guy Francois, commander
of the Dessalines barracks in Port-au-Prince. On Sunday, Haiti's international airport was closed
and large numbers of soldiers were at the palace and on the streets. Avril made a televised speech
soon after midnight, flanked by soldiers in combat gear, but gave no details of the coup attempt. He
blamed it on "some members of the army forces, blinded by their exorbitant ambitions," but said
he still had "faith in the army." The president also ordered the disarming of the Leopard unit. April
3: About a dozen Leopards rode through Port-au-Prince in a pickup truck, firing rifles into the air,
while others built barricades and set them afire, ordered pedestrians off the streets and forced stores
to close. Schools were shut down because of the violence. How many of the battalion's 200 members
were involved in the mutiny was not known. Fighting erupted when rebel soldiers occupied the
airport, and when Leopard holdouts encountered members of the Presidential Guard driving on
Delmas road, a main commercial thoroughfare through the capital. The airport remained closed
throughout the day. The Leopards took over the government television and radio stations at 3:30
p.m. and halted broadcasts. Several Leopards made three demands over the independent radio
station Haiti-Inter. They said they wanted alleged coup leader Lt. Col. Himmler Rebu released, a
civilian government to replace Avril, and the complete restoration of the 1987 constitution, which
was suspended last June. The constitution has 37 articles which mostly limit the role of the army.
[The Leopards were created in the 1960s by ousted dictator Jean-Claude Duvalier and are described
as the best trained and most professional in the military. As opposed to other units in the 7,000man army, the Leopards have not been associated with human rights violations.] Radio stations
gave varying reports on casualties, from four to eight killed and eight wounded. The reports could
not be confirmed. Radio Metropole, an independent station, said 300 demonstrators supporting the
Leopards paraded down Delmas Road shouting anti-government slogans, demanding that Avril
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resign and erecting barricades of flaming tires. Rebu and the other three reportedly led the coup
attempt. Avril's government removed Rebu from command of the Leopards and put him under
military guard at an undisclosed location. The whereabouts and identities of the other three alleged
coup leaders were not known. A spokesperson at the US Embassy in Port-au-Prince, Susan Clyde,
said rebels had briefly occupied the national television station, vowing not to end the insurrection
until Rebu was returned to his command. The soldiers left the station before government forces
responded. Clyde said hostages held by the Leopards including one of Avril's sons and Interior
Minister Col. Acedius St. Louis were freed Sunday afternoon when soldiers from the Presidential
Guard, equipped with two tanks, staged a "show of force" at the Leopards barracks to demand their
release. (Basic data from AFP, 04/02/89; New York Times, DPA, AP, Notimex, Tass, 04/03/89; New
York Times, 04/04/89)
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